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ike other spiritually sincere youth, Caleb struggles with pornography use. At first, he
was repulsed by it, but he found himself drawn back to it. The arousal was preoccupying

and pleasurable. Pornography use became a habit. He still wanted to go on a mission, marry
in the temple, be a worthy father. Repeatedly, he resolved to stop using pornography. He felt
anger and shame every time he fell short. Caleb became discouraged and felt like he could
never change. He felt that he didn’t deserve God’s or anyone else’s love and forgiveness
because of all his broken promises.
Parents and teens alike are anxious to navigate the teen years successfully. We will
consider the unique vulnerability of adolescents to pornography use, the perfect fit of
Christ’s Atonement to their developmental experience, and the importance for parents and
teens to engage with the Atonement as they meet the challenges of the teen years.
As we will see, adolescents are developmentally susceptible to pornography use. Parents
and teens sensitized to its dangers may quickly characterize any pornography use as
an addiction. Addiction can be a deeply shaming term and its use counterproductive.2
Incorrectly categorizing pornography use as “addiction” can shame, demoralize, inhibit
repentance, weaken strength for recovery, and lead users to isolate themselves, forfeiting
help they desperately need. “Humiliation, shame, guilt, and angst are not the primary
engines of change”3 and can even make relapse more likely. Parents and leaders are wise
to avoid shaming teens.
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A D E V E LO P M E N TAL COLLISION IN ADOLESCENCE
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A TRULY ADOLESCENT BRAIN
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Table 1. Adolescent brain vulnerabilities

ADOLESCENT BRAIN LIMITATIONS & VULNERABILITIES IN
JUDGMENT, REASONING, & BEHAVIORAL MASTERY
POOR PLANNING / PROGNOSTICATION
- Absence of forward thinking
- Failure to perceive risk/perceived invulnerability

POOR IMPULSE CONTROL / SELF-CONTROL
- Short time horizon for decision-making
- Underdeveloped capacity for delaying gratification
- More easily distractible from long-term goal-striving/moral ideals
POWERFUL / COMPELLING EXPERIENCE OF EMOTION, PASSION, PLEASURE
- Emotional intensity, fervency
- Activated more by emotion than by reason
- (Which contribute to) impulsive behavior
- High arousal-seeking behavior
EXTREME THINKING AND EMOTIONALLY SKEWED EXPERIENCING
- Polarized, dichotomous thinking, in “black-and-white” extremes
- Overgeneralization or globalized thinking
- Emotional reasoning/emotionally biased processing of experience
(See Jensen & Kirwan, 2015; Act for Youth Upstate Center of Excellence, 2002; L. Steinberg, 2005; Yurgelun-Todd, 2007.)
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A D O L ES C E N T S A S T H E Y G R O W,
G R AC E B Y G R AC E.
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While fear and suffering, including moral

approach
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starting point for understanding and crucial
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for positive conversations and positively

is anchored in a compelling vision and belief

focused change work.

19

Heeding inspired counsel, we learn to
“allow for the reality that God is more con-

27

believe in God’s love for others, for example,

WATCH FOR EXCESSIVE GUILT
AND TOXIC SHAME; PRACTICE
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in personal potential.

have
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through
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attitudes
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both

Given how quick teens are to feel
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Encourage growth perspective. Teens and

person connects [change] … with something
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stopper. For this and other reasons, a solu-

can promote positive growth attitudes and

tion focus is better than a problem focus.25

help teens see themselves in a developmen-

Study successes, not relapses. Often, teens

tally nuanced and patient way. We, too, can

are so focused on their mistakes that they

be loving and nonjudgmental. Jesus Christ’s

don’t realize or acknowledge how many

Atonement enables and empowers us in all

times they’re successfully resisting tempta-

of these things. Truly, His Atonement and

tions. Sometimes parents don’t either. Nor

our developmental “adolescence” in mortal-

do they take time to consider exactly how

ity are meant for each other, especially dur-

they’re succeeding when they do. Focusing

ing the vulnerable teen years.

attention on successes and solutions can be
affirming, encouraging, and motivating; and
it can uncover what works! Faith, hope, and
resolve can be renewed.
Closely related to this is the way we go
about accountability. Parents and others
can help by identifying protective behaviors
that instill and strengthen righteous desire, and then focus accountability more on
these “dailies”—e.g., prayer, scripture study,
healthy sociality—than on engaging around
potentially shaming, daily relapse checks.26
Understanding and applying Christ’s
Atonement validates a growth and strengthening perspective and positive approach.
Just as exercising a muscle strengthens it,
we can help teens exercise the frontal cortex by teaching them to set manageable
goals—in all areas of endeavor—and then
work toward them incrementally. When it
comes to brain development, any activity requiring patient practice toward a long-term
goal is empowering, helping wire up the
brain for self-discipline and self-mastery.27
Parents can cheerlead and coach participation, progression, and patience.
Yet, although such activities can help
teens develop self-control and developmental patience, no single intervention or solution is going to remarkably turn the tide.
Each is simply one piece of a larger puzzle
that makes up our human struggle for selfmastery. While helping adolescents, we must
remember that we weren’t “all put together”
either when we were their age. We can think
back to how powerful our emotions, impulses, and drives were then. Everyone needs
developmental patience. We can scaffold adolescents as they grow, grace by grace. We
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